Identification of an opioid receptor subunit carrying the mu binding site.
The enkephalin affinity reagent [3H]Tyr-D-Ala-Gly-Phe-Leu-CH2Cl [( 3H]DALECK) was synthesized. It exhibited high-affinity reversible binding, at pH 7.4, to both mu and delta opioid receptor sites in rat brain membranes. At pH 8.1, nanomolar levels of [3H]DALECK produced an irreversible labeling in synaptic membranes, essentially only in one subunit of 58 000 daltons. The irreversible phase of the reaction reduced the subsequent binding of a mu-selective enkephalin derivative but not that of a delta-selective one. It is concluded that a mu subunit of the opioid receptor exists, can be alkylated specifically, and is of Mr 58 000.